
	 1 

PHIL 356-01 / Spring 2020 
Social Sciences & Cultural Studies 
Tuesdays  5 pm -7:50 p.m.  
Engineering Hall, room 111 
 
Professor Roy Tsao  
rtsao@pratt.edu  
Office Hours: Tues 2pm - 4pm 
DeKalb Hall 114 (by appointment) 
 

 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL  ETHICS  
 
 
GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
 
Bulletin Description 
 
“If we can be ethical in our relation to others why can’t we be ethical in our relations with the environment? This 
course assesses the capability of traditional ethical paradigms (and their alternatives) to address current 
environmental issues including global climate change,  food ethics, sustainable consumption practices, and the 
intrinsic value of non-human nature.” 
 
 
Detailed Description and  Goals 
 
This course (perhaps unlike the course imagined by whoever wrote the Bulletin Description above) is about learning 
to pose and pursue philosophically-cogent questions about the ethical judgments that inform the way we live our 
lives, and the way we impact the world we inhabit together. Some of these are questions that pertain  to the reasons 
that justify (or fail to justify) our own decisions; some of them pertain to the reasons which justify the institutions and 
arrangements that constrain those decisions. Others are concerned more specifically with the justification of decisions 
made by  officials who claim to act in the public interest.  Learning to frame and discuss such questions in a cogent 
manner is partly a matter of learning what distinguishes them from others that are merely vague and tendentious, like 
the one in the Bulletin Description.   
 
We begin the course reading selections from four memorable writers who in different ways encourage us to rethink 
our habitual conceptions  of, and attitudes toward, “wild” (non-human) nature: Henry David Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, 
Annie Dillard, and Robin Kimmerer.   We then undertake a preliminary exploration some complications that are latent 
in the leading  notions of caring for the natural world — the  tensions and inherent ambiguities in such laudable-
sounding goals as preserving wilderness, restoring ecological balance, or conserving biodiversity.    Along the way, 
we will also find ourselves confronted with the vexing problem  of whether it even makes sense to think of (or care for) 
a natural world anymore, in this epoch of anthropogenic climate change, or whether our situation demands a change 
to our ideas about what counts as nature, and what counts as caring for it.  
 
With these complications in mind, the second unit of the course aims for greater conceptual clarity on the  relevant 
grounds for ethical judgments.  For this next unit, we will take guidance from The Wild and the Wicked, by the 
philosopher Benjamin Hale.  Hale presents a systematic  challenge to the common idea,  widespread  among 
environmentalists,  that the key to maintaining satisfactory ethical conduct toward nature must lie in our learning to 
value it properly.  (See the Bulletin Description of this course, above, for an instance of this sort of fuzzy thinking.)  
Hale exposes the problematic fallacies in this approach, and sketches an alternative that draws upon other 
dimensions of moral reasoning. Through a careful consideration of Hale’s proposed approach to environmental 
ethics, we will seek to gain a more precise understanding of the features of ethical justification, obligation, and 
responsibility.     
 
In the course’s third unit, we take up a set of questions concerning the interplay of individual action and collective 
impact. Our initial point of reference for these issues will be Garrett Hardin’s influential discussion of the syndrome of 
perverse incentives that he named the “the tragedy of the commons” -- whereby the individuals’ efforts to limit their 
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toll on a finite common resource are negated by others’ contrary behavior, in the absence of coercive regulation on 
access and use.  We will consider the (limited) pertinence of Hardin’s analysis to a number of environmental issues, 
in light of Hale’s account of ethical justification.  This, in turn, will lead us to a larger critical perspective on the ways in 
which our political and social institutions might be found ethically wanting – a possibility which in turn raises further 
questions about the nature and extent of  personal responsibility in the context of collective action.  
 
For the last month of the course, we confront further dimensions of moral complexity, as we turn to one particularly 
vexed area of environmental concern:  our impact on, and interactions with, the non-human forms of sentient life that 
inhabit the earth together with us. What manner of moral respect do we owe animals who like us lead lives like our 
own, but who unlike us cannot be held morally accountable for their own behavior?  How are we to judge the 
deliberate killing of wild animals in the interest of protecting or enhancing human welfare? Does it make an ethical 
difference if instead of killing, we simply take over their preferred habitats or sources of food? (Have human beings 
ever not done this?)  Is it justified to kill animals of an abundant species when their proliferation upsets the prevailing 
ecological balance? What if it threatens the viability of other, declining species? Should it make a difference if a 
proliferating species has gained a competitive advantage over declining ones, due to past human actions?  
 
 
Student Learning Objectives 
At the conclusion of this course, students will be able to: 

• demonstrate familiarity with major issues of contemporary environmental and ecological concern.   
• understand and apply philosophical concepts pertaining to ethical evaluation and justification. 
• recognize the sources of ethical complexity and ambiguity.  
• pose clear questions in the context of philosophical argumentation and discussion. 
• develop and evaluate justificatory arguments in matters of ethical and political controversy.  
 
 

 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
 
Course Books 
Two required books have been ordered for student purchase via the Pratt online bookstore: 

•  Benjamin Hale, The Wild and the Wicked: On Nature and Human Nature (MIT) ISBN 9780262035408 
•  Emma Marris, Rambunctious Garden: Saving Nature in a Post-Wild World (Bloomsbury) ISBN 9781608194544 

 
Other readings will be made available digitally via the LMS site for the course.  
 
  
Seminar Presentations   
Students will be asked, on a rotating basis, to prepare informal seminar presentations on one of the articles or 
chapters assigned for a given week. These presentations will generally consist in a two-page overview of the principal 
arguments found the assigned text, to serve as a basis for classroom discussion.  The format may vary as the 
semester proceeds.  
 
Papers  
Formal written work for this course will consist in four short essays on assigned topics. The first two are to be 
approximately 900-1200 words each; the first is due on Friday, Feb. 14, and the second on Friday, March 6.   The 
latter two are to be approximately 1200-1600 words each; the third is   on Friday, April 3, and the fourth on Friday, 
April 8.  The topics and specific instructions for each paper will be distributed in class 10 days before the due date.  
 
 
Grading 
Course grades will be assessed on the following basis: Attendance and Participation: 10% 

Seminar Presentations: 20% 
First & Second Papers: 20% each 
Third & Fourth Papers: 25% each 
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COURSE POLICIES 
 
Electronic Devices 
Phones may not be used for any reason during the class period. Tablets may be used for the purposes of note-taking 
and reading course materials, provided that the screens are flat on desk at all times, and the internet connections are 
disabled. Laptop computers are not permitted in class.   A considerable body of research has confirmed that laptop 
use in class tends to degrade the quality of classroom discussion, and not only for the students using them.  It has 
also been shown to have a net negative effect on students’ ability to absorb and retain new ideas and information.  
 
Deadlines for Papers  
Papers submitted after the designated due date & time will normally be subject to a penalty for lateness. If you are 
unable to submit your work on time – for whatever reason -  you are nonetheless expected contact the instructor by 
email, stating when  the work will be submitted; failure to do so within 24 hours of the deadline will result in a further 
penalty 
 
Class Attendance and Participation 
The success of this course depends on the thoughtful and sustained participation of all of its members. Students are 
required to come to class consistently and on time,  prepared to discuss the assigned readings in detail.  Students’ 
active engagement in class discussion will be noted and assessed for each class session; absence from class will be 
counted a zero grade for that session.  Students who are absent from class more than twice will have their final 
course grade lowered one step for each additional absence.  More than four absences will automatically constitute 
grounds for failing the course.  
 
 
 
COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
Jan 21 Introductory Session 
 
 
Jan 28 Intimations 
Henry David Thoreau, “Walking” 
Aldo Leopold, Sand County Almanac (excerpt) 
Annie Dillard, “Fecundity” (from Pilgrim at Tinker Creek) 
Robin Kimmerer, “Speaking of Nature”  
 
 
Feb 4  Complications 1  
David Schmitz, “Environmental Conflict” 
Sahotra Sarkar, “Wilderness Preservation and Biodiversity Conservation” 
Emma Marris, Rambunctious Garden: chs. 1-2 
 [Recommended:  William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness”]  
 
 
Feb 11 Complications 2  
Bill McKibben, The End of Nature (excerpt) 
Allen Thompson, “Responsibility for the End of Nature” 
Ned Hettinger, “Valuing Naturalness in the ‘Anthropocene’” 
Marris, Rambunctious Garden: chs. 3-4 
 [Recommended: Ronald Sandler, “Global Warming and the Virtues of Ecological Restoration”] 
 
 
Feb 14 (Friday): First Paper Due   
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Feb 18  Nature, Reason, & Ethics 1  
Benjamin Hale, The Wild and the Wicked: Introduction, chs. 1, 3, 4 (ch. 2 optional) 

[Recommended:  Holmes Rolston, “Disvalues in Nature”] 
 
 
Feb 25 Nature, Reason, & Ethics 2   
Hale, The Wild and the Wicked: chs. 5, 6, 8 (ch. 7 optional) 
Marris, Rambunctious Garden, ch. 7 
 [Recommended:  Onora O’Neill,  “Environmental Values, Anthropocentrism and Speciesism”] 
 
 
Mar 3  Nature, Reason, & Ethics 3    
Hale, The Wild and the Wicked: chs. 9-10, postscript 
Marris, Rambunctious Garden, ch. 8 
  
 
 
Mar 6 (Friday): Second Paper Due 
 
 
Mar 10 Collective Action 1  
Garrett Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons” 
David Schmitz, “The Institution of Property” 
Steven Vogel, “Alienation and the Commons” 
 [Recommended: Stephen Gardiner, “The Real Tragedy of the Commons”]  
   
  
[spring break] 
 
 
Mar 24 Collective Action 2  
Hale, The Wild and the Wicked, ch. 7 
Walter Sinnott-Armstrong, “It’s Not My Fault: Global Warming & Individual Moral Obligations” 
Michael Maniates, “Individualization: Plant a Tree, Buy a Bike, Save the World?” 
 [Recommended:  Stephen Gardiner, “A Perfect Moral Storm”]  
 
 
Mar 31 Collective Action 3  
Vogel, “Alienation from the Built Environment” 
Andrew Light, “Urban Ecological Citizenship” 
Marris, Rambunctious Garden, ch. 9 
 
 
Apr 3 (Friday): Third Paper Due  
 
 
Apr 7 Fellow Creatures 1 
Christine Korsgaard, “The Claims of Animals & the Needs of Strangers” 
Michael Nelson, “Embattled Sanctuaries”  (from Heart & Blood: Living with Deer in America) 
Ian Whyte, “Headaches & Heart Aches: The Elephant Management Dilemma” 

[Recommended:  Joel Feinberg, “The Rights of Animals and Unborn Generations” 
 
 
Apr. 14 Fellow Creatures 2 
Korsgaard, “Interacting With Animals: A Kantian Approach” 
Nelson, “The Hidden Paradise” (from Heart and Blood) 
 Val Plumwood, “Being Prey” 

[Recommended:  Jeff MacMahan, “The Meat Eaters”]  



	 5 

 
 
 
Apr. 21 Fellow Creatures 3 
Marris, “When Conservationists Kill Lots (and Lots) of Animals” 
Marris, Rambunctious Garden, ch. 6 
Michelle Nijhuis, “The Most Political Animal” 
Barcott, “Kill the Cat that Kills the Bird?” 

[Recommended: Michael Soulé, “The Onslaught of Alien Species”] 
 
 
 
Apr. 28 Fellow Creatures 4 
Emily Sohn, “Owl Wars” 
William Lynn, “Bringing Ethics to Wild Lives” 
  
 
 
 
May 8 (Friday): Fourth Paper Due  
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Pratt Policies and Procedures   
 
A full policy and procedures document and related institute policies and procedures can be found online (www.pratt.edu/policies/) or in the Office of the 
Vice President for Student Affairs, Main Building, Lower Level.   
 
Academic Integrity Policy 
At Pratt, students, faculty, and staff do creative and original work. This is one of our community values. For Pratt to be a space where everyone can 
freely create, our community must adhere to the highest standards of academic integrity. 
Academic integrity at Pratt means using your own and original ideas in creating academic work. It also means that if you use the ideas or influence of 
others in your work, you must acknowledge them. 
At Pratt, 
• We do our own work, 
• We are creative, and 
• We give credit where it is due. 
Based on our value of academic integrity, Pratt has an Academic Integrity Standing Committee (AISC) that is charged with educating faculty, staff, and 
students about academic integrity practices. Whenever possible, we strive to resolve alleged infractions at the most local level possible, such as 
between student and professor, or within a department or school. When necessary, members of this committee will form an Academic Integrity Hearing 
Board. Such boards may hear cases regarding cheating, plagiarism, and other infractions described below; these infractions can be grounds for 
citation, sanction, or dismissal. 
 
 
Academic Integrity Code 
When students submit any work for academic credit, they make an implicit claim that the work is wholly their own, completed without the assistance of 
any unauthorized person. These works include, but are not limited to exams, quizzes, presentations, papers, projects, studio work, and other 
assignments and assessments. In addition, no student shall prevent another student from making their work. Students may study, collaborate and work 
together on assignments at the discretion of the instructor. 
Examples of infractions include but are not limited to: 
1) Plagiarism, defined as using the exact language or a close paraphrase of someone else’s ideas without citation. 
2) Violations of fair use, including the unauthorized and un-cited use of another’s artworks, images, designs, etc. 
3) The supplying or receiving of completed work including papers, projects, outlines, artworks, designs, prototypes, models, or research for submission 
by any person other than the author.   
4) The unauthorized submission of the same or essentially the same piece of work for credit in two different classes. 
5) The unauthorized supplying or receiving of information about the form or content of an examination.   
6) The supplying or receiving of partial or complete answers, or suggestions for answers; or the supplying or receiving of assistance in interpretation of 
questions on any examination from any source not explicitly authorized. (This includes copying or reading of another student’s work or consultation of 
notes or other sources during an examination.)   
For academic support, students are encouraged to seek assistance from the Writing and Tutorial Center, Pratt Libraries, or consult with an academic 
advisor about other support resources. 
 
 
General Pratt Attendance Policy    
Pratt Institute understands that students’ engagement in their program of study is central to their success. While no attendance policy can assure that, 
regular class attendance is key to this engagement and signals the commitment Pratt students make to participate fully in their education. 
Faculty are responsible for including a reasonable attendance policy on the syllabus for each course they teach, consistent with department-specific 
guidelines, if applicable, and with Institute policy regarding reasonable accommodation of students with documented disabilities. Students are 
responsible for knowing the attendance policy in each of their classes; for understanding whether a class absence has been excused or not; for 
obtaining material covered during an absence (note: instructors may request that a student obtain the material from peers); and for determining, in 
consultation with the instructor and ahead of time if possible, whether make-up work will be permitted. 
Consistent attendance is essential for the completion of any course or program. Attending class does not earn students any specific portion of their 
grade, but is the pre-condition for passing the course, while missing class may seriously harm a student’s grade. Grades may be lowered a letter grade 
for each unexcused absence, at the discretion of the instructor. Even as few as three unexcused absences in some courses (especially those that meet 
only once per week) may result in an automatic “F” for the course. (Note: Students shall not be penalized for class absences prior to adding a course at 
the beginning of a semester, though faculty may expect students to make up any missed assignments.) 
Pratt Institute respects students’ requirements to observe days of cultural significance, including religious holy days, and recognizes that some students 
might need to miss class to do so. In this, or other similar, circumstance, students are responsible for consulting with faculty ahead of time about how 
and when they can make up work they will miss. 
Faculty are encouraged to give consideration to students who have documentation from the Office of Health and Counseling. Reasonable 
accommodations for students with disabilities will continue to be provided, as appropriate. 
 
 
Students with Disabilities    
The instructor will make every effort to accommodate students with both visible and invisible disabilities.  While it is advisable that students with 
disabilities speak to the instructor at the start of the semester if they feel this condition might make it difficult to partake in aspects of the course, 
students should feel free to discuss issues pertaining to disabilities with the instructor at any time.  Depending on the nature of the disability, and the 
extent to which it may require deviations from standard course policy, documentation of a specific condition may be required, in compliance with 
conditions established by the campus Learning Access Center, and in compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act. Students who require 
special accommodations for disabilities must obtain clearance from the Office of Disability Services at the beginning of the semester. They should 
contact Elisabeth Sullivan, Director of the Learning Access Center, 718-636-3711. 
 
 
Religious Policies 
In line with Pratt’s Attendance Policy, Pratt Institute respects students’ requirements to observe days of cultural significance, including religious holy 
days, and recognizes that some students might need to miss class to do so. In this, or other similar, circumstance, students are responsible for 
consulting with faculty ahead of time about how and when they can make up work they will miss.  

	


